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EPA s e t t i n g up s h o p in Libby

By Brent S h r u m , Western News Reporter
The f e d e r a l E n v i r o n m e n t a l Pro t e c t i on Agency i s s e t t i n g up s h o p in downtown L i b b y with asbestos t e s t i n g o f areahomes and businesses scheduled to begin this week.The agency p l a n s to rent a commercial b u i l d i n g at 501 Minera l Ave. to use as a base of operat ions in L i b b y ,according t o J o h n W a r d e d , director o f t h e E P A ' s H e l e n a f i e l d o f f i c e . T h e o f f i c e should b e operat ional b y F r i d a y ,Dec. 10. It will give local re s idents a p lace to go to contact the EPA on issues r e la t ing to asbestos contaminat ionf r o m the f o r m e r W.R. Grace v e r m i c u l i t e mine. A t e l e p h o n e number wil l be p u b l i s h e d as soon as a line is connectecW a r d e d said.The EPA p l a n s to conduct f u r t h e r t e s t ing at Raintree Nurs ery off Montana H i g h w a y 37 th i s week, W a r d e l l said. Thenursery was the site of a processing p l a n t when the mine on Vermicu l i t e Mountain was in operation.S o m e p i l e s of v ermicu l i t e were l e f t behind at the site, but a f t e r an i n i t i a l in spec t i on EPA team coordinator PaulPeronard said there didn't a p p e a r to be a p u b l i c h e a l t h risk.The v e r m i c u l i t e p roduc ed by the mine c on ta ined varying c o n c e n t r a t i o n s o f asbes tos , which occurred n a t u r a l l y a lon$with the vermiculi te . The asbestos was considered an impur i ty , and most of the toxic material was removed at themine site and ended up in a t a i l i n g s p i l e .After t e s t ing is comple t ed at Raintree, the EPA team will start l ook ing at area homes where vermiculite f rom the mimay have been used as i n s u l a t i o n or for drainage in gardens , W a r d e l l said."I t h i n k there' s a p p r o x i m a t e l y 25 homes that we' l l be s a m p l i n g based on p e o p l e who have vo lun t e e r ed to le t uscome on t h e i r p r o p e r t y , " he said.T e s t i n g of homes will p r o b a b l y begin la t e this week or early next week, W a r d e l l said. T w e n t y - f i v e to 30 residentshave o f f e r e d the ir homes for the checks.The team wil l s ampl e for f i b e r s in dust and air in s ide the homes as well as soil f r o m the yard or garden. The scientthop e to c o u p l e the s a m p l e r e su l t s with i n f o r m a t i o n provided by residents.That s h o u l d give a better p i c ture of how p e o p l e have been exposed to asbestos and whether there is a current healrisk f rom exposure to asbestos f i b e r s .Peronard said last week that 200 to 300 homes will p robab ly be tested by the t ime the EPA compl e t e s its work.Where the EPA's invest igation goes will d epend l a r g e l y on the results of the t e s t ing that i s done this week, W a r d e l lsaid. If the agency doe sn' t m a i n t a i n a local presence throughout the winter and s p r i n g , i t w i l l b e re turning in the



summer for another round."Some of the s a m p l i n g we f e e l needs to take p l a c e d u r i n g the summer when c o n d i t i o n s are drier," W a r d e n sa id .The ERA turned i t s a t t e n t i o n to Libby f o l l o w i n g widespread media coverage of respiratory problems among formerminers and their f a m i l i e s , as well as others who were exposed to asbestos, i n c l u d i n g p e o p l e who as chi ldren p laye cin the material.A hearing last W e d n e s d a y gathered p u b l i c i n p u t on the requested release of a $67,000 reclamation bond for thef o r m e r mine s i t e , now owned by K o o t e n a i D e v e l o p m e n t C o m p a n y .R e c l a m a t i o n of the site began a f t e r the mine shut down in 1990. An initial bond of $472,000 was i s s u e d , but the bulof the money was released in 1994 a f t e r most of the reclamation work was c ompl e t ed .The Montana Department of Environmental Qual i ty is accept ing comments on the reclamation bond issue unti l Jan1.


